Domestic Violence in the Russian Federation: Ending the Silence

“The cycle continued. There was no way out. He had all the money and power. I couldn’t go to the police, as he would just bribe them to say that I should stay with him. For the same reasons, I couldn’t get a lawyer who could protect my rights…if ten years ago, there was an organization I could turn to with my children for help, I would not have stayed silent, I would have spoken out.”

—Valeria, Russian pop star and victim of domestic violence; quoted from interview with Amnesty International

.

One Woman Killed Every Hour of Every Day
An estimated 14,000 Russian women are killed every year, on average, by partners or other family members, according to a Russian Government report to the Committee on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women. That’s nearly one per hour. Many are victims of systematic abuse. To put these numbers into perspective, an estimated 14,000 Russian soldiers were killed during the 10-year Afghan war according to published figures.
 Since few government statistics are available on violence against women in the family, independent observers consider these numbers to be a gross underestimate.

The Scale of the Problem: Gender-based Violence is Endemic

Domestic violence in Russia is widespread. Violence against women occurs in all 89 regions of the country and in families of different socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds. It is not confined to poverty stricken rural areas, or to ethnic minorities.

The root causes are embedded in the unequal relations between men and women—and are not simply a result of drug abuse, alcoholism, poverty and poor living conditions.

Recent research carried out by the Council for Women of Moscow State University documented an alarming rate of domestic violence. A survey of married couples in seven regions of the Russian Federation found that nearly three quarters of women interviewed had been subjected to violence—physical, psychological, or sexual—during the course of their marriage.

Specifically, the survey found that:

· Close to three quarters suffered from some form of psychological violence, including a sense of powerlessness, uncertainty, stress, despair, guilt or outright fear.

· Half experienced threats restrictions on their mobility.

· Nearly 60 per cent had experienced aggression from a current or former husband, lover or significant other.

· Nearly 20 per cent received regular and/or severe beatings.

· Some 48 per cent of women who were physically assaulted were attacked while pregnant, nursing, ill, or unemployed.

· Over 60 per cent of women beaten by their husbands experienced various degrees of trauma; three per-cent required medical treatment.

Perhaps the most disturbing finding was that a full 90 per cent of respondents had either witnessed domestic violence between their parents or had experienced it first hand in their current relationship. 

In the late 1990s, the Internal Affairs Ministry revealed that some 36,000 women reported being beaten every day by their husbands or partners
.

Blaming the Victims

Patriarchal values have led the overwhelming majority of Russians—78 per cent of men and women—to believe that a woman’s place is in the home. A significant percentage of Russians polled (43 per cent) maintain that domestic violence is a private matter, with one-third of them blaming the victims for ‘inciting’ violence in the home.

Marital Rape
Other studies show that one quarter of married women surveyed report being victims of sexual violence, which also included forced sex with their partners. In one opinion poll, 70 per cent of respondents responded that a woman’s consent was necessary to initiate sex within a marriage.

Lack of Legislation and Redress

The Russian Federation has no specific legislation that addresses domestic violence. Indeed, there is not even a legal definition for the term. When a woman does file a case of abuse against her husband, it falls under provisions regarding general assault.

As a result, law enforcement officials often view domestic violence as a private matter that should be sorted out from within the family. And reflecting public attitudes, they often blame the victims for provoking the attack. 

To complicate matters, local officials have no experience in protecting victims of violence from further attacks once complaints are filed. Given this situation, it is not surprising that some 40 per cent of women victims of violence do seek help from the police.
 

The judicial system is likewise ill equipped to deal with the scourge of domestic violence in the Russian Federation. Amnesty International notes: “In the absence of institutional mechanisms to protect victims of violence in the family, access to redress is limited.” 

The other major challenge is that, as of 2005, there were only around 25 crisis centres throughout entire country; Moscow does not have even one crisis centre. Of the estimated 300 hotlines set up to deal with family crises, including domestic violence, only a few of operate 24 hours a day, seven days a week, and many struggle along on tiny budgets.

UNFPA in Russia
UNFPA has operated in the Russian Federation since 1997. The focus has been on improving the reproductive and sexual health of women, adolescents and men, with an emphasis on young people. UNFPA is also promoting population issues among key policy makers and planners.

Current activities, which cover the period 2004-2007, focus on: developing national level and regional population strategies; increasing media coverage of population and reproductive health issues, including gender-based violence; improving the health and wellbeing of young people; combating the spread of HIV; and strengthening the capacity of peer education initiatives to reach more young people and adolescents.

Recommendations
The Russian Government needs to put this issue on the legislative agenda, both at the national and local levels.

Specifically, the following recommendations should be promoted:

· Criminalize all forms of violence against women within the family.

· Enact and enforce laws which recognize gender-based violence as a distinct and serious offense.

· Create a code of conduct for law enforcement officials on best practices in responding to victims of gender-based violence.

· Raise public awareness of the problem and inform victims and perpetrators where to get help.

· Urge the government of the Russian Federation to fully implement CEDAW (the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women).

· Support and facilitate collaboration between Russian NGOs and community-based organizations and international governmental and non-governmental organizations to combat gender-based violence.
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